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affordability,	community-based	care	 treatment	 for	mental	 illness,	and	emergency	 relief	
were	reported	as	the	greatest	areas	of	need.	This	was	identified	by	all	services	across	



























1.2 Summary of key findings








Legal services turn away one-fifth of all clients in need
•	 63%	of	legal	service	providers	reported	not	being	able	to	meet	demand	for	services,	and	
legal	services	ranked	second	highest	on	inability	to	meet	demand.	






•	 76%	of	services	asked	staff	and	volunteers	 to	work	additional	hours	 in	attempt	 to	meet	
demand.
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the	 data	 reported	 for	 service	 usage	 and	 turn-away	was	 ‘very	 accurate’,	 ‘fairly	 accurate’	 or	





1	The	first	national	ACOSS	survey	of	the	community	service	and	welfare	sector,	Australians Living on the Edge,	was	conducted	













































ACNC);	 the	 reformation	of	 tax	arrangements	 including	access	 to	 tax	 concessions	 for	 com-
mercial	activities	for	the	sector;	and	the	introduction	of	a	statutory	definition	of	charity.	ACOSS	
strongly	advocated	for	several	of	these	reforms	and	was	actively	engaged	in	the	consultative	



























Finally,	 in	February	2012,	Fair	Work	Australia	 (FWA)	handed	down	 its	decision	 in	 the	
Equal	Remuneration	Case	 for	community	sector	workers,	which	awarded	pay	 rises	of	
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4. Who answered the survey?
A	total	of	532	valid	survey	responses	were	obtained3.	 	Responses	mainly	came	from	Chief	
Executive	Officers,	Executive	Officers	and	managers	(with	various	responsibilities)	within	the	








Figure 1: Organisation size, based on total annual revenue for 2010/11 financial year
	
Question: Thinking	 about	 your	 organisation	 as	 a	 whole,	 please	 estimate	 the	 total	 annual	 revenue	 over	 the	
2011/2012	financial	year.	Rows	sum	to	<	100	%	due	to	exclusion	of	‘don’t	know’	responses.
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As	 shown	 in	 Figure	 3,	 responses	were	 received	 from	 organisations	 operating	 in	 all	 states	
and	territories	with	NSW	accounting	for	the	highest	proportion	of	respondents	as	in	previous	
years	(32%).	Comparing	the	breakdown	of	organisations’	location	by	state	and	territory	with	







Figure 3: Percentage of respondent organisations located in each state and territory
	




























Organisations in each state/territory Percentage Share of Population
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Domestic violence and sexual assault
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Alcohol and other drugs support services
Emergency relief for financial crisis
Mental health services
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Housing was the highest need for clients across all service types. 
  61% of respondents across all service types reported their clients had a  
  high need for housing/homelessness services
Mental health services and emergency relief were also in high need.
  57% reported their clients were in high need of mental health    services and 40% reported high levels of need for emergency relief
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Figure 5: Top policy priorities for the sector’s clients
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61% of respondents ranked improving housing affordability as the highest priority for 
clients.
 
Reversing state government funding cuts to community services ranked second, 
at 47%
At 34% each, increasing income support payments for unemployed people and   
increasing the availability of mental health services ranked equal third. 
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6. Demand for services
Each	 year,	 the	ACSS	measures	 the	 capacity	 of	 specific	 services	within	 the	 sector	 to	
manage	demand	for	services6.		In	2011/12,	over	50%	of	organisations	providing	hous-
ing	and	homelessness	(66%),	legal	(63%)	and	youth	and	youth	welfare	services	(52%)	
reported	 being	 unable	 to	meet	 demand	 for	 their	 services.	 A	 high	 proportion	 of	 emer-
gency	relief	providers	(47%),	mental	health	(47%)	and	domestic	violence	and	sexual	as-
sault	services	(46%)	also	reported	being	unable	to	meet	demand	for	services	(Figure	6).	
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activities	 from	which	 resources	can	be	 reallocated	and	so,	despite	very	high	demand,	
have	not	been	able	to	respond	this	way.	The	gap	between	revenue	for	service	delivery	
and	demand	for	services	can	also	result	in	increased	waiting	times	for	clients.	This	sec-
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6.3.1 Reallocating resources to meet demand
Financial	support	services	and	emergency	relief	providers	were	most	likely	to	report	reallocat-
ing	resources	to	manage	demand	pressures.





Emergency relief providers were most likely to agree that they had reallocated re-
sources from other areas to meet demand for services (58%).
 
Closely followed by services for the aged and elderly (56%), disability services 
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Figure 10: Services requiring staff/volunteers to work extra hours to meet demand




78% of aged care services required staff and volunteers to work more hours in 
order to meet demand.
 
Most mental health services (77%) and legal services (76%) also responded 
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Legal services (85%) were most likely to report targeting services more tightly or lim-
iting services levels to meet demand. 
 
A large majority of emergency relief providers (82%) and mental health serv-
ices (70%) also reported targeting services more tightly or limiting service levels to 
meet demand.
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74% of family and relationship services reported increased waiting times for 
services. 
 
Housing and homelessness service clients also faced higher waiting times 
(62%). 













MEASURE                        % RANK
Unable to meet demand (n=76) 66% 1st
Turn-away rate from services (n>58) 16% 3rd
Cost of delivering services exceeded revenue (n=77) 62% Equal 8th
Reallocated resources to meet demand pressures 
(n=77) 
42% 12th
Targeted services more tightly or limited service levels 
to manage demand pressures (n=76)
63% 5th
Increased waiting times (n=76) 62% 2nd
Staff and volunteers worked additional hours (n=76) 55% 9th
Services most needed by the sector’s clients 61%(of all respondents) 1st











9	ACOSS	(2012)	ACOSS Budget Priority Statement: recommendations for the 2012-13 Federal Budget,	http://acoss.org.au/
images/uploads/2012-13_ACOSS_Budget_Priority_Statement_Final.pdf
10	Australians	for	Affordable	Housing	(2011)	Housing costs through the roof,	http://housingstressed.org.au/wp-content/up-
loads/2011/10/Housing-costs-through-the-roof-Final-Report.pdf
11	National	Housing	Supply	Council	(2013)	Housing Affordability and Supply Issues 2012-13,	http://nhsc.org.au/publications/
housing-supply-and-affordability-issues-2012-13/executive-summary/








housing	or	 falling	 into	homelessness.	For	example,	 this	survey	 found	 that	77%	of	 the	





















13	AIHW	(2013)	National Social Housing Survey: A summary of national results 2012,	http://www.aihw.gov.au/WorkA-
rea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=60129543382
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rental	market	and	those	dependent	on	government	income	support	payments15.’	While	com-































15	National	Housing	Supply	Council	(2013)	Housing Affordability and Supply Issues 2012-13,	http://nhsc.org.au/publications/
housing-supply-and-affordability-issues-2012-13/executive-summary/
16	Although	at	least	a	quarter	of	respondents	were	long-term	providers
17	See	for	example:	AIHW	(2012)	Government-funded specialist homelessness services 2011-12,	pg.	86,	http://www.aihw.
gov.au/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=60129542529
18	ACOSS	(2011)	ACOSS Budget Priority Statement: recommendations for the Federal Budget 2011-12,	http://acoss.org.au/
images/uploads/ACOSS_-_Budget_Submission_2011-_12_FINAL.pdf




MEASURE                        % RANK
Unable to meet demand (n=35) 47% 4th
Turn-away rate from services (n=35 3% 6th
Cost of delivering services exceeded revenue (n=38) 82% 1st
Reallocated resources to meet demand pressures 
(n=38) 
58% 1st
Targeted services more tightly or limited service lev-
els to manage demand pressures (n=38)
82% 2nd
Increased waiting times (n=38) 32% 9th
Staff and volunteers to work additional hours (n=38) 63% 5th
Services most needed by the sector’s clients 43% (of all respondents) 3rd
7.2.2 Analysis
Emergency	relief	(ER)	services	provide	financial	or	material	assistance	to	people	 in	fi-




















19	Salvation	Army	(2013) It’s not asking too much… National economic and social impact survey,	http://www.salva-
tionarmy.org.au/Global/ESIS2013/The%20Salvation%20Army%20ESIS%20Report%202013.pdf
20	ER	Victoria	(2012)	‘The last safety net’: Housing issues in the emergency relief sector,	http://www.cisvic.org.au/
uploadedFiles/1352746666900-8803.pdf
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MEASURE                            %    RANK
Unable to meet demand (n=46) 63% 2nd
Turn-away rate from services (n>35) 20% 1st
Cost of delivering services exceeded revenue (n=46) 67% Equal 5th
Reallocated resources to meet demand pressures 
(n=46) 
50% 6th
Targeted services more tightly or limited service lev-
els to manage demand pressures (n=46)
85% 1st
Increased waiting times (n=46) 59% 3rd
Staff and volunteers to work additional hours (n=46) 76% 3rd
Services most needed by the sector’s clients 26% (of all respondents) 14th
Top policy priorities for the sector’s clients 12% (of all respondents) 8th
7.3.2 Analysis
Legal	 services	 comprise	 community	 legal	 services,	 Family	 Violence	 and	 Prevention	 Legal	
Services	and	the	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	Legal	Services.	These	services	provide	




















21	NSW	Law	and	Justice	Foundation	(2012)	Legal Australia-Wide Survey: Legal need in Australia,	http://www.lawfoundation.
net.au/ljf/site/templates/LAW_AUS/$file/LAW_Survey_Australia.pdf,	pg.	66
22	Community	Law	Australia	(2012)	Unaffordable and out of reach: the problem of access to the Australian legal system,	
http://www.communitylawaustralia.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/CLS_Report_Final.pdf
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These	 findings	 suggest	 that	 the	 funding	 increases	 for	 legal	 services	 called	 for	 by	 the	
Community	Law	Australia	(CLA)	campaign	are	critical.	CLA	has	been	advocating	for	a	
universal	safety	net	for	legal	help.	In	a	move	welcomed	by	the	community	services	sec-
tor,	 the	2013-14	Federal	Budget	 included	a	significant	 funding	 increase	for	community	
legal	services,	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	Legal	Service	and	Legal	Aid.	In	June	




23	National	Association	of	Community	Legal	Centres	(2012)	Working collaboratively: community legal centres and 
volunteers,	http://www.naclc.org.au/resources/NACLC_VOLUNTEERS_web.pdf
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7.4 Youth and youth welfare services
7.4.1 Summary
MEASURE                                     %        RANK
Unable to meet demand (n=31) 52% 3rd
Turn-away rate from services (n>28) 17% 2nd
Cost of delivering services exceeded revenue (n=31) 55% 9th
Reallocated resources to meet demand pressures (n=31) 52% 4th
Targeted services more tightly or limited service levels to man-
age demand pressures (n=31)
65% 4th
Increased waiting times (n=30 47% 6th


























26	AYAC	(2013)	AYAC National Snapshot of Youth Work 2013,	http://www.ayac.org.au/projects/AYACsnapshot2013.html
27	AYAC	(2011)	Australian Youth Affairs Coalition submission in response to Community Services and Health Industry Skills 
Council Environmental Scan 2012,	http://www.ayac.org.au/uploads/AYAC%20Submisson%20to%20E-Scan%202012%20
-%20Final.pdf
28	Ibid
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Figure 17: Client demographics for youth and youth welfare services
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7.5 Mental health services
7.5.1 Summary
MEASURE                                      %           RANK
Unable to meet demand (n=34) 47% Equal 4th
Turn-away rate from services (n>29) 1% 8th
Cost of delivering services exceeded revenue (n=34) 62% Equal 8th
Reallocated resources to meet demand pressures (n=33) 46% 9th
Targeted services more tightly or limited service levels (n=33) 70% 3rd
Increased waiting times (n=32) 50% 5th
Staff and volunteers worked additional hours (n=34) 77% 2nd
Services most needed by the sector’s clients 57% (of all respond-
ents)
2nd
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34	ACOSS	(2011)	ACOSS Federal Budget: Analysis of health measures,	http://acoss.org.au/images/uploads/NCOSS_Analy-
sis_2011_Federal_Budget_FINAL_18_05_11_2.pdf
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8. Issues facing the sector
8.1 Future pressures on the sector
Underfunding	of	services	by	government,	funding	uncertainty,	and	challenges	for	smaller	
organisations	 to	 remain	viable	and	compete	with	 larger	organisations	 for	 funding	con-
tracts	lead	the	list	of	future	stresses	on	the	sector	(Figure	19).
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Recruiting and retaining volunteers
Unreasonable demands from funders
Implementing new Equal Pay arrangements
Pressure to compete
Uncertain political environment
Constantly changing policies affecting not for profits
Attraction and retention of staff
Increased regulation and reporting obligations
Pressure to attract non-government funding
Unmet demand for services
Challenges for smaller organisations to remain viable/compete
Funding uncertainty
Underfunding of services by government
Funding was the most mentioned issue... 
 ... followed by challenges for smaller organisations to remain viable.
Underfunding (58%) and funding uncertainty (51%) top the mentions of is-
sues facing the sector.
Closely related, pressures on small service providers and unmet demand for 
services ranked 3rd (36%) and 4th (32%).
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It is a better idea to fund clients directly than 
to fund services
4% 16% 26% 33% 21%
Good service providers have nothing to fear 
from direct client funding
11% 29% 20% 29% 11%
A national non profit regulator is a good thing 
for the sector
16% 47% 31% 5% 2%
Overall the equal pay decision is a good thing 
for the sector
42% 48% 8% 1% 1%
Implementing equal pay over 8 years is too slow 37% 36% 18% 7% 1%
Increased competition has delivered better 
services for clients
32% 14% 32% 39% 12%
NPFs should have to prove that they are making 
a positive impact





Strong support for proof of impact
71% supported all for not-for-profits to prove their postive impact. 
Call for sector regulation
63% support the implementation of a national not-for-profit regulator for the sec-
tor.  
Ambivalence about direct client funding
40% agreed good service providers have nothing to fear from direct client funding, while 
40% disagreed.
54% believed it was better to fund services than to fund clients directly. 
...and the impact of competition on service delivery.
46% agreed increased competition would lead to better services and 51% disagreed.
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Figure 21: Do services understand the role of the ACNC?
Question: Please	tell	us	how	much	you	agree	or	disagree	with	the	following	statement,	‘My	organisation	
understands	how	the	ACNC	will	affect	it’.




While 34% of respondents from organisations with total annual revenue of less than 
$250,000 reported understanding the role of the ACNC, an equal percentage of 
respondents were unsure about the ACNC’s impact on their organisations.
The larger the total annual revenue of the organisation, the higher respondents’ 
knowledge about the role of the ACNC:
Less than $250,000: 34%
$251,000 - $999,999: 41%
$1,000,00- $4,999,999: 61%
$5,000,00- $19,999,999: 66%
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Figure 22: Respondents’ priorities for regulatory reform
Question: The	ACNC	is	responsible	 for	 reducing	unnecessary	regulatory	burdens	on	charities	and	other	not-
for-profits.	To	help	 the	ACNC	direct	 its	efforts,	which	of	 the	 following	would	make	 the	most	difference	 to	your	
organisation?
8.4.1 Does size influence services’ priorities for regulatory reform?
Overall, 52% felt ACNC should prioritise the alignment of State and Territory regulatory 
obligations with those of the Australian Government.
Howwever, larger organisations expressed a stronger preference for this op-
tion than smaller organisations.
Less than $250,000: 65%
$251,000 - $999,999: 80%
$1,000,00- $4,999,999: 89%
$5,000,00- $19,999,999: 86%
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28% ranked information technology support as the area in which they most 
needed external support.
Fundraising also ranked highly (26%).
Marketing and communications (25%) and social media and online cam-
paigning (24%) were the third and fourth areas in which respondents had most 
need of outside support. 
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Appendix 1: Methodology
Classification of community service organisations
Currently	there	is	no	national	data	standard	for	collecting	information	about	not-for-profit	
organisations,	with	different	classificatory	schemes	used	by	different	national	and	inter-

























sector	 to	be	 identified.	Similarly,	 the	 ICNPO	does	not	reflect	 the	way	community	serv-
ices	are	structured	and	defined	domestically.	A	clear	example	of	this	is	the	definition	of	
refugee	services.	The	ICNPO	defines	refugee	services	and	those	provided	to	internally	










37	Productivity	Commission	(2010)	The Contribution of the Not-for-profit Sector,	pg.	65
38 Ibid












































































the	quality	of	data	 (in	 reporting	client	profiles	and	 turn-away	data)	were	 included	and,	
generally,	data	that	was	reported	as	‘mostly	guesswork’	(lowest	level	of	accuracy	on	a	
4-point	scale)	were	not	included	in	profile	and	turn-away	calculations.	However,	sensitiv-
ity	analysis	was	conducted	on	these	data	 in	particular,	 for	example	shifts	 in	 turn-away	
with	all	‘mostly	guesswork’	data	included	and	excluded	was	compared	to	test	the	stability	
of	the	overall	final	estimates.

































data	on	the	number of people assisted and	the	number	of	people	turned	away,	whereas	others	may	have	provided	data	on	
the	number	of	times	people	were	turned	away.	While	both	are	valid	measures,	data	on	the	number	of	times	eligible	clients	
were	turned	away	will	result	in	higher	turn-away	rates,	while	a	single	individual	client	who	has	attempted	to	access	a	serv-
ices	several	times	could	account	for	multiple	instances	of	turn-away


